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Palestinian-Jews and Israel’s Dual Identity Crisis 
 
By Rafael Perez 
 
 
Abstract:  This paper looks to explore the complex combination of 
those who are both Arab in culture and Jewish by faith. This 
complex dual identity is generally known as Mizrahim or Arab 
Jews. Within the general Arab-Israeli dispute, this identity 
complicates the conflict by challenging the normative 
understanding of nationalism. Moreover, this paper examines the 
history of the Mizrahim through the Palestinian-Jewish experience 
in pre-establishment Israel and further examines the social 
changes that affected Mizrahim within the Israeli State after the 
1948 War. Various primary source documents, essays, personal 
accounts, peer-reviewed journals, and surveys are used to 
understand the identity and role of the Mizrahim within Israeli 
society. This paper seeks to illuminate the fact that Israeli society 
is not homogenous, but a state with a diverse population, making it 






The political conflict between Arabs and Israelis has led to 
violence and disrupted cultures throughout the region. 
Furthermore, the various conflicts have been uniquely for those 
that identify as a blend between nationalities. Although this 
instability affects people from various backgrounds, this paper 
focuses on the conflict that resides within Israel, the conflict 
amongst Jewish people that share the same faith yet not the same 
culture. Given the longevity of the regional instability, many 
groups have suffered, however, this paper explores the distinct 
identity of the Palestinian-Jew. This article seeks to explore the 
complexities of their identity in relation to their experiences before 
and after the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948. While 
Palestinian-Jews are one of the cultural groups considered 
Mizrahim, meaning Arab born Jew, not all Mizrahim shared the 
same experiences in the pre-Israel period. The research will focus 
on the Palestinian-Jewish culture and identity in the time before the 
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state of Israel, later shifting to focus on all Mizrahim after the 
establishment of the state of Israel because both groups received 
similar treatment. The diversity within Israel further complicates 
this complex conflict, and the unequal treatment of various groups, 
which causes discord within the state of Israel and undermines 
Israeli nationalism.  
 The ruling majority in Israel have been conservative 
political Zionists of European decent, which means that Mizrahim 
and other minorities living in Israel have had a smaller role in 
politics. Ashkenazim became the majority in a place that 
historically had a majority of Mizrahim and Muslims, in part, 
because of the ideology of political Zionism. Political Zionism 
developed in the late nineteenth century in Europe. Those who 
subscribed to political Zionism believed that man, rather than God, 
should actively establish a homeland for the Jewish people.  
 Those considered part of Ashkenazim are typically of 
European decent specifically Eastern European. Not all 
Ashkenazim have the same Jewish beliefs, many adhere to 
orthodox, reform, or other differing forms of Judaism. In addition, 
there are those whom are not practicing Jews, therefore, there is a 
widespread ideological demographic within the Ashkenazim sub-
group of Jewish people. This will be explored by looking at the 
policies and actions of some Ashkenazim political leaders in the 
Israeli government, and how some Ashkenazim supported 
Mizrahim causes or shared similar frustration with the policies of 
the government.   
 
 
Pre-Zion Palestinian and Jewish Life 
 
Arab-Jews (Mizrahim) are people of Arab descent that practice the 
Jewish faith. As an Arab-Jew, one may follow the rituals, 
traditions, and language of Hebrew culture, yet still have much in 
common with Arab cultural traditions. Throughout the various 
conflicts, and for generations before Zionism came to the shores of 
Palestine, Jewish culture thrived and interacted peacefully 
alongside Muslim and Christian cultures. In various parts of the 
Arab world, Jews shared many of the same leisure activities, spoke 
the same languages, read the same books, and at times intermarried 





culturally identified with other Arabs.1 It is difficult to ignore the 
customs of the majority group in the land that one inhabits, 
however it is significant that some Arab Muslims and Christians 
adopted religious traditions from the Arab-Jew minority. In 
Palestine, Jews spoke multiple languages to communicate with 
other Jews, such as Hebrew and Ladino, and they had to 
communicate with their Arab Muslim and Christian neighbors in 
Arabic. Another language also present in this area was Turkish 
Arabic.2 It would be difficult for anyone in this area to understand 
or speak just one language because there was such an influence 
from multiple ethnicities living in the same area. This language 
exchange facilitated a cultural exchange, for example at some of 
the Jewish weddings, some songs would be recited in Arabic 
instead of Hebrew.3 Language, much like anything else in a 
culture, is affected by the area and regional influences. Much of 
the dialect of the Palestinian-Jew was different from that of the 
European Jew and was later used as a way of claiming “Jewish 
inferiority.” Most societies have the tendency to criticize the way a 
group speaks a common language based on the dialect of the 
majority group. Thus, as the Ashkenazi grew as a majority, 
different local accents were characterized as lesser or associated 
with those of a lower social standing.  
In Pre-Zionist Palestine, the clothing of the Palestinian-Jew 
was identical to that of Arab Muslims and Christians. The 
following image shows Palestinian-Jews praying on the western 
wall dressed in what many would assume to be Arab, Muslim 
attire.4 Because they used the same materials, tools, and shared the 
same climate there would seem to be no reason to dress differently 
than Muslim or Christians in Palestine. The Palestinian-Jew has a 
complex identity that has survived for centuries, as many of the 
customs were not seen as different or suppressed because of the 
                                                 
1 Joel Beinin, The Dispersion of Egyptian Jewry: Culture, Politics and the 
Formation of Modern Diaspora (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998), introduction, http://publishing.cdlib.org/ucpressebooks/view?docId= 
ft2290045n&chunk.id=ch1&toc.depth=1&toc.id=ch1&brand=ucpress. 
2 Menachem Klein, “Arab Jew in Palestine,” Israel Studies 19, no. 3 (Fall 2014): 
4, accessed January 29, 2015, http://libproxy.lib.csusb.edu/login?url=http:// 
search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=aph&AN=97938778&site=eh
ost-live. 
3 Ibid., 5.  
4 Charles D. Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict: A History with 
Documents (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2010), 34.  
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general way of life in the region. Only later when Israel attempts to 
achieve conformity to new political Zionist principles, is the 
acceptance of this dual identity challenged. 
 
 
Palestinian-Jews praying at the Wailing Wall wearing traditional Arab garb       
c. 1900. 
 
There are various forms of Judaism practiced around the 
world. Some of the more popular types of Judaism are 
Conservative Judaism, Reform Judaism, and Orthodox Judaism. 
Conservative Judaism follows the Torah, but also utilizes the later 
texts that changed some of the earlier sets of laws. Reform Judaism 
is the most liberal of the three as it makes changes appealing to the 
modern world, a shift that was popular within western societies. 
Orthodox Judaism flourished amongst Palestinian and Sephardic 
Jews (North African and Spanish Jews).5 Orthodox Judaism is the 
belief that the Torah does not change with time and that many of 
the laws dictated by God to Moses should be closely followed. 
Orthodox Jews do not stray far from scripture and they observe the 
Sabbath intently by not making a fire to ensure they are resting. 
Spiritual Zionism is a theological concept within Orthodox 
Judaism that conflicts with political Zionism, due to the fact that it 
strays from the orthodox understanding of the establishing of a 
homeland by God. Orthodox Jewish Zionism believes that God 
will create a homeland for the Jews not man. Therefore, it can be 
understood that many Orthodox Jews do not agree with modern 
                                                 
5 Arnold Blumberg, Zion Before Zionism 1838-1880 (Syracuse: Syracuse 





Israel being perceived as the homeland that God intended because 
it contradicts the orthodox interpretation of their holy scriptures.   
 A common misconception of the Arab-Israeli conflict, 
according to conservative leaning Likud politicians, Likud being 
the Right-Wing political party in Israel, is that Jews in Arab 
countries have been held hostage. In addition, this misconception 
maintains that Arabs horribly mistreated Jews. On the contrary, 
there is more than enough evidence to suggest that this is not true. 
Under Ottoman rule, Jews had plenty of freedom to freely practice 
their religion. Although Islam influenced the Ottoman Empire, the 
principles of Islam protected Jews and Christians as people of the 
book. It was preferred that they convert to Islam, but not required. 
What was required was the payment of more taxes to the Empire, 
and certain powers within the Empire were not equal. Even though 
this population was not completely equal to Muslims, they lived in 
a better environment than Jews in Europe who suffered from mass 
persecution. At the peak, right before the fall of the Ottoman 
Empire, Palestinian-Jews were the majority population in 
Jerusalem numbering around 45,000 out of the 70,000 total 
population.6 This majority population suggests that Jewish culture 
may have had a major influence within Palestinian society in 
Jerusalem because Christians, Muslims, and other religious groups 
were the remaining 35,000. 
In an excerpt from Elie Eliachar’s Living with Jews, he 
states, “The beautiful custom of exchanging gifts between Jewish 
and Moslem (sic) families on the last day of Passover has been 
preserved to this day. Arabs sent their Jewish friends a siniyah 
(round copper bowl) laden with fresh bread, goats’ butter, and 
honey,” and Eliachar further described the exchanging of gifts 
from Jews to Muslims on Muslim celebrations like at the end of 
Ramadan.7 These interactions suggest that Jews and Muslims were 
friendly with each other, and lived in the same neighborhoods, 
rather than the stark European contrast of segregating Jews into 
ghettos. It is also important to note that Eliachar’s story about 
exchanging gifts illustrates that they not only respected each 
other’s religious practices, but also encouraged their practices by 
celebrating amongst one another. Similarly, Ya’akov Yehoshua 
                                                 
6 Menachem Klein, “Arab Jew in Palestine,” 3.  
7 Elie Eliachar, Living with Jews (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1983), 
59-60, quoted in Salim Tamari, Mountain Against the Sea: Essays on 
Palestinian Society and Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press), 154.  
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reflects in his memoir, Childhood in Old Jerusalem, that “Jews and 
Muslims shared residential courtyards. [They] resembled a single 
family and socialized together. Our mothers unburdened 
themselves of their troubles to Muslim women, who in turn 
confided in our mothers.”8 Confiding in one another implies that 
they did not see a hierarchy among groups, but a friendship 
between groups. Thus, those living in the region coexisted in 
relative peace and stability.  
Socially, there were little to no barriers among the different 
religious groups, especially in regard to charity. If a Jewish peddler 
found a local mosque, the mosque would offer to house the peddler 
without hesitation, and many people would house the needy, 
despite one’s religious affiliation. Whether they were Muslim, Jew, 
or Christian was not considered – they were welcomed into the 
residencies of others to feel at home, and this was commonplace in 
Palestine.9 This society was one of acceptance and tolerance of 
various religious practices and traditions. For Palestinians their 
religious affiliation did not keep them from enjoying public spaces 
with others of different religions. Their cultural norms encouraged 
an environment for comingling. During the early twentieth century, 
the world’s cultures were clashing and creating social barriers of 
segregation, but in Palestine, the cafés were welcoming to all. Jews 
sometimes preferred the Arab owned cafés, and Arabs would 
sometimes play music in Jewish cafés.10 Where a population 
spends their leisure time is essential to understanding the culture in 
that region. Furthermore, the fact that most did not care who 
owned the café suggests that different religious or cultural 
identities were common and accepted. Although education was 
often specialized around religion, it was not unusual to have some 
integration such as Muslims in Jewish schools or Jews in Muslim 
schools.11 Palestinian society during the early twentieth century 
was one where religious affiliation did not make a person different, 
most shared the same cultural exchanges, spent time in the same 
cafés, and played music together, which shows an exceptional 
amount of tolerance in comparison to the Jewish experience in 
Europe.  
                                                 
8 Ya’akov Yehoshua, “Childhood in Old Jerusalem,” vol. 2, (Jerusalem, 1979), 
213, [Hebrew] quoted in Menachem Klein, “Arab Jew in Palestine,” 5-6.  
9 Menachem Klein, “Arab Jew in Palestine,” 9-10.  
10 Ibid., 10.  





The historical treatment of Jews in Palestine is essential to 
understanding the Palestinian-Jews’ later shared experience with 
Mizrahim from other parts of the Arab world in Israel. The 
hospitality and peace that Palestinian-Jews shared with their 
Muslim counterparts was soon nothing but a nostalgic memory for 
many. This peace ended when Israel began to make aggressive 
land deals for its growing society. The land acquisitions placed 
Palestinian-Jews at the center of a conflict that created split 
loyalties. Although the century long conflict does not look as if it 
will ever end or return to peaceful coexistence, understanding the 
dual identity of the Palestinian-Jew presents another dimension to 
the conflict to explore. 
 
  
Beginnings of the Arab-Israeli Conflict and the 
Palestinian-Jews 
 
The Arab-Israeli conflict began long before the establishment of 
Israel as a state and began in Europe with the persecution of Jews. 
Because of this, in the late nineteenth century, political Zionist 
ideology began to emerge in Europe. Theodor Herzl, a political 
activist who also subscribed to the ideas of nationalism argued that 
Jews were a different group with a different language, different 
traditions, and deserved their own internationally recognized 
borders.12 Political Zionism provided escape from persecution for 
European Jews. At the time, European Jews were marginalized 
because they did not fit the linguistic, racial, and historical 
qualifications of newly emerging nationalistic groups throughout 
Europe. Those who followed the newly developed political Zionist 
philosophy lobbied the British to allow them access to develop 
their own Jewish nation. In negotiations between the British 
government and Zionist leaders, such as Walter Rothschild, an 
agreement was reached in the Balfour Declaration of 1917. The 
Balfour Declaration states that “His Majesty’s Government view 
with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for 
the Jewish people and will use their best endeavours to facilitate 
the achievement of this object.”13 The language of the declaration 
                                                 
12 Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 28-30.  
13 Leonard Stein, The Balfour Declaration (London, 1961), 664, quoted in 
Charles D. Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict: A History with 
Documents (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2010), 96-97.  
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is intentionally unclear by neglecting to clarify whether Palestine 
would be given in whole or in part. This vagueness benefited the 
British Empire because if the British needed to alter any plans for 
the region they could do so and rely on the language of the 
document to justify any changes.  
One of the ways that the Jewish community was able to 
emigrate from Europe to Palestine was by buying absentee land, 
land not owned by its residents. This would often dislocate the 
residents of the land in favor of new European settlers. Although 
the Ottoman Empire did not allow foreigners to purchase land, 
they used Ottoman Jews and counsels to buy the land for them.14 
This wave of immigration to Palestine caused unrest between the 
local Arab community and the new European Jewish immigrants. 
Some of the earliest conflicts occurred because of the vast increase 
in immigration and land takeovers. One of the earliest conflicts 
between the arriving European Jews and Arabs was the conflict at 
the Western Wall in 1929. The conflict happened over the desire to 
rebuild King Solomon’s Temple in order to further establish a 
homeland under the political Zionist ideology. However, this 
would disturb the holy site for Muslims. Newly arrived 
Ashkenazim also tried to place a screen at the Wailing Wall during 
worship to divide gender, which disrupted the holy site for others. 
An Arab mob formed and killed Jewish worshippers and in turn 
Zionists formed a mob and entered a mosque to kill religious 
officials.15 This troubled the British because they wanted to make 
sure disputes regarding politics and religious practices would not 
happen again. However, during this time, the German people 
elected Adolf Hitler as chancellor, which sparked many Jews to 
follow the political Zionist agenda and immigrate to Palestine. The 
vast wave of immigrants caused problems for all Arabs regardless 
their religious affiliation and caused more hostilities between 
immigrants and the local population, resulting in further violent 
encounters, such as the incident at the Western Wall. The wave 
also provoked an Arab Revolt in Palestine that caused open 
violence and would later escalate to armed fighting.16 This is often 
misunderstood as a religious conflict, but the discordance between 
the immigrants and the local population was more complex. In 
fact, the conflicts of the Arab Revolt and the Western Wall 
                                                 
14 Charles D. Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 36-37. 
15 Ibid., 126-128.  





affected people of all demographics in Palestine. The British 
reacted to the fighting by issuing the White Paper in 1939, which 
would help discourage immigration to Palestine to help alleviate 
the stress on Palestinians, but this sparked Zionist aggression 
toward British rule.  
The War of 1947, won by Israel, escalated tensions 
between Palestinians and newly immigrated Ashkenazim. 
However, not all Ashkenazim were looking to create a homeland 
in Israel, rather they were trying to escape the persecution 
experienced in European countries. The War of 1947 gave political 
Zionists the opportunity to establish a nation state, as Herzl had 
envisioned. The UN voted in favor of the partition of Palestine but 
did not guarantee a state’s formation. After the war, political 
Zionists began to form the Israeli state.17 However, an unfortunate 
consequence of the war was that Israel managed to acquire more 
land forcing thousands of Palestinians into refugee camps in the 
Gaza Strip, Lebanon, Syria, and other neighboring countries. This 
land acquisition supported the influx of immigrants to the region. 
With a growing population, Israel developed a need to establish a 
taxation system to support a military, so that the state of Israel 
could protect itself from invaders and expand the borders of Israel. 
These conflicts caused an identity crisis for those of Arab decent, 
the relative equal treatment of citizens in Palestine for Palestinian-
Jews helped causes this identity crisis, a Palestine now occupied by 
Israel. Thus, these conflicts continue to challenge the loyalty and 
patriotism of this dual-identity group as Israel continues to go to 
war with Arab nations and occupy Palestine.  
 
 
The Establishment of Israel  
 
The establishment of Israel was a major catalyst in the Arab world 
that altered the ideas of relationships, nationalism, and everyday 
life for many, including the Palestinian-Jew. On May 14, 1948, 
The British Mandate for Palestine expired. After the war, political 
Zionist leaders, such as Chaim Weizmann and David Ben-Gurion, 
released The Declaration of the Establishment of the State of 
Israel. The language of the document uses pathos early on to lure 
                                                 
17 Ibid., 195-196. 
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outside states into recognizing Israel as a state. The declaration 
states,  
 
[The state of Israel] will foster the development of 
the country for the benefit of all its inhabitants; it will 
[be] based on freedom, justice, and peace as 
envisaged by the prophets of Israel; it will ensure 
complete equality of social and political rights to all 
its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race, or sex; it 
will guarantee freedom of religion, consciousness, 
language, education and culture; it will safeguard the 
Holy Places of all religions…18 
 
This declaration claims to share many democratic ideologies 
similar to the West, but the implementation of these principles is 
questionable toward Jews of Arab decent, women, and minority 
non-Jewish communities in Israel. Over the years, Israel has barred 
Palestinians from visiting the Noble Sanctuary and blocked access 
to anyone under the age of fifty in Palestine from the pilgrimage, 
which is in violation of the declaration’s claim that access to holy 
sites be open to all religious faiths. Throughout the decades that 
followed, the state violated this clause repeatedly against the 
Palestinian-Jewish and Mizrahim communities. This subjected 
them to disenfranchisement which, unresolved, has fractured the 
façade of a united Israeli society.  
 Many political Zionists arrived before the establishment of 
Israel and many kept record of their feelings toward the 
community that lived in Palestine before the declaration. Some 
newly immigrated Ashkenazi observers argued that Palestinian-
Jews and other Arab born Jews acquired the worst of both cultures 
saying that the way they sit, smoke hookah, and pray with beads 
were signs that Jews in Palestine had assimilated and adopted 
habits that were not considered appropriate for Jews.19 For this 
reason, the political Zionists framers did not want to integrate with 
the Arab population present in Palestine. Instead, they hoped to 
create a completely new, “civilized” society within the Arab world. 
                                                 
18 Israel, The Declaration of the Establishment of Israel (Tel Aviv: Official 
Gazette, 1948), http://www.mfa.gov.il/mfa/foreignpolicy/peace/guide/pages/ 
declaration%20of%20establishment%20of%20state%20of%20israel.aspx. 
19 Gil Eyal, The Disenchantment of the Orient: Expertise in Arab Affairs and the 





Palestinian-Jews were an example of what happens to Jews that 
assimilate into Arab culture. According to David Ben-Gurion, they 
take on the poor qualities of the Arabs as well as the poor qualities 
of Jews. Ben-Gurion, the first prime minister of Israel, stated that 
there were three groups in Israel: the Bedouins, urbanites, and the 
fellahin. The latter of the three, he argued, were the original Jews 
of Palestine and were forced to convert years ago.20 His labeling of 
these three seemed like an attempt to create a strong connection 
with those who were there before him to continue to legitimize the 
political Zionist rights to the land, but much of his descriptions of 
these people were not favorable.  
 The War of 1947 complicated the lives of Arabs and 
Israelis in Palestine; especially for Palestinian-Jews because the 
establishment of Zionist Israel was recognized as the homeland for 
Jews. Although many did not embrace the ideas of political 
Zionism, some Jews in Arab countries were misclassified as 
political Zionists. For example, Egyptian Jewry felt alienated from 
both Egypt and Israel because many Egyptians felt they should be 
Zionist, while Israelis saw them as Arab.21 The War placed 
Palestinian-Jews in a complicated position because they may have 
been Arab in culture and community, but they were Jewish by faith 
and tradition. This made it difficult for them to choose a side 
because they had something to lose on both sides. The war also 
fractured the relationships that Palestinian-Jews once had with 
their neighbors of various religious backgrounds because non-
Jewish Palestinians were forced off their lands.  
 Once the state of Israel was established, the government 
looked to create incentives to persuade Ashkenazim from Russia 
and other parts of Europe to move to Israel. The immigration of 
Ashkenazim to Israel was vital to the country’s economy, military, 
and infrastructure because the political Zionist framers believed 
that a Jewish work ethic would establish a sustainable future for 
the country. Naturally, for any growing country, a strong 
population was necessary, and the framers reached out to 
Ashkenazim who, historically, had been persecuted around the 
world, and offered them in a country that embraced them. The goal 
was to build a lasting future for a modern Israeli state. A problem 
for the new Israeli government was that they were unable, at first, 
                                                 
20 Ibid., 53.  
21  Joel Beinin, The Dispersion of the Egyptian Jewry, From Pillars of the 
Community to Compradors.  
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to gain a reasonable flow of immigrants from the West because 
many Jews from the United States felt that there was no need to 
move to Israel.22 Many Jews in the United States did not feel as 
disenfranchised as European Jews when comparing the anti-
Semitism in Europe to the anti-Semitism in the U.S. A couple of 
ways that the newly established government attempted to recruit 
Ashkenazim was through various media outlets and offering 
special benefits. Political Zionism used agents such as The New 
York Times, conservative media outlets, and Christian 
fundamentalists to market Israel to Ashkenazim. Their hopes were 
to encourage immigration to Israel by highlighting anti-Semitism 
around the world. They did this by distributing advertisements 
suggesting that life would be better in Israel.23 Israel still struggled 
to convince Ashkenazi to immigrate to Israel. Therefore, they 
began to give economic incentives, such as housing privileges, low 
cost loans, tax credits, and exemption from paying the importation 
tax on foreign goods, which gave them great economic advantages 
over non-Ashkenazi Jews.24 From the foundation of Israel, an 
economic gap began to grow between the Ashkenazim, Mizrahim, 
and other minorities. As the new state of Israel was emulating 
prosperous European countries as a model to create a lasting 
nation, the aggressive and unjust policies, that they learned from 
countries like the U.S., such as ingathering and segregation, 
complicated the Arab-Israeli conflict because it caused further 
division of groups within Israel.  
 
 
The Identity of the Palestinian-Jews and Mizrahim in 
Israel  
 
Before the Balfour Declaration, Palestinian-Jews did not identify 
their dual identity as problematic.25 This also caused a great 
problem for Israel because this hyphenated identity created internal 
problems, especially since these groups were disadvantaged. Since 
                                                 
22 International Organization for the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination, Zionism and Racism (Tripoli: International Organization for the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, 1977), 49-51. 
23 International Organization for the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination, Zionism and Racism, 55-57.  
24 Ibid., 111. 





Zionist leaders came from a European culture and did not have 
much in common with Mizrahim, they did not include Mizrahim 
effectively into a Zionist-European vision of Israel. Israel regarded 
Mizrahim as Arabs only and constantly pressured them to identify 
solely as Israeli. This was problematic for Mizrahim because to 
disregard their Arab identity would be to ignore an essential part of 
themselves. Since they identify so closely with Arab culture, 
making such a change would leave them feeling alienated within 
Ashkenazi culture. Furthermore, Israel was in conflict with an 
Arab Palestine. The pressure from the Israeli government on 
Mizrahim to identify solely as Israeli exacerbates a polarity 
between Arabs and Jews. For Palestinian-Jews there were split 
loyalties because they share a religious culture with those living in 
Israel, but they also share loyalty to the land that they tended to for 
centuries and share an Arab ethnic culture. Unfortunately, they 
witnessed the destruction of those former lands in various battles. 
Conservative Zionists of Ashkenazim decent were a vast 
majority in the government of Israel and oversaw all aspects of 
Israeli life. Political Zionists took control of education and its 
curriculum to change the perception of citizens by altering the 
history of the region. Israel altered the history to marginalize Arabs 
and solidify unity among citizens against Arabs. This 
marginalization and alteration of history polarized Arabs and Jews. 
These policies, led by conservative thinkers, started manipulating 
the history of the Middle East. The framers of such policies often 
exaggerated in their textbooks, events where Arab Muslims 
attacked Mizrahim were inaccurate. This shows that the Israeli 
government was attempting to portray an image of Arabs and 
Mizrahim in perpetual conflict with one another.26 The Palestinian-
Jews that lived in Israel before its establishment read the same 
distorted history books, which conflicted with factual history, and 
this caused classification problems and it misrepresented 
Palestinian-Jews. The earlier understanding of the cultural identity 
of the Arab Jew showed that they had more in common with Arabs 
than they did with many European Jews, but the political leaders in 
power continued to pass legislation to establish a sense of Jewish 
identity and unity dictated solely by European ideals.  
 The educational policies of the government not only 
revised historical facts, but began to establish an image that 
                                                 
26 Ella Shohat, “The Invention of the Mizrahim,” Journal of Palestinian Studies 
29, no. 1 (1999): 3, accessed January 29, 2015, doi: 10.2307/2676427.  
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described the ideal Israeli citizen. Unfortunately, an all-
encompassing image of Jews could not include the diversity of the 
country or Jews throughout the world. This attempt to create one 
image of Jews resulted in an Ashkenazi image. This was difficult 
for Palestinian-Jews because they identified with their old non-
European neighbors culturally, but Israel attempted to influence 
them to adopt the ideas of Zionism, European culture, and 
Ashkenazi history. However, Palestinian-Jews identified more with 
Israel’s Arab enemies than Israel. This Eurocentric perception was 
a false representation of Israeli culture because there were a variety 
of social, cultural, and Jewish religious orders in the country. 
Another aspect of Ashkenazi culture and history imposed on 
Mizrahim was the Holocaust. Since Mizrahim geographically 
avoided the genocide, the Holocaust in Europe did not emotionally 
affect Mizrahi communities in the same way it did Ashkenazim. 
Although the Holocaust only affected Ashkenazim, Israel still 
attempted to make it a part of the national identity. They did this 
by doing state sponsored Holocaust memorials and attempted to 
include Mizrahim to try to connect the Holocaust with the altered 
history of persecution of Jews in the Arab world, but the 
differences between the persecutions of Jews in Europe were 
severely different from that of Mizrahim persecution.27 Although 
Palestinian-Jews and Mizrahim sympathized with Ashkenazim, 
they could not relate to the atrocity in the same way. Thus, making 
it another alienating topic for the Mizrahi community in Israel.  
Not only did the Israeli government place societal pressures 
on Palestinian-Jews and other Arab born Jews, they made outward 
attacks using the media and other public outlets. Israel shows 
specific intolerance toward Mizrahim who choose to continue to 
identify as Arabs, such as intellectual Arab Jews like writer 
Shimon Ballas.28 Shimon Ballas is dangerous to the façade that 
Israel created about the Jewish homeland, arguing that: 
 
I came from an Arab environment, and I remain in 
constant colloquy with the Arab environment…I also 
didn’t change my environment. I just moved from 
one place to another within it. The whole project of 
nationalist conception, of Zionist ideology, of the 
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Jewish point of view, the bonds between Jews in the 
diaspora and Israel, all of this is quite marginal to me 
and does not play a major role; it’s not part of my 
cultural world.29 
 
Although he is from Iraq, his feelings are in line with the feelings 
of many Mizrahim, and especially Palestinian-Jews who have lived 
in the region for generations, yet never felt the great disconnect 
from Zion. The problems that Israel faces with racial stratification 
are a natural result of unequal Zionist practices. Ballas further 
criticized Israel’s policy that encouraged Jews to return to the 
homeland, for which Ballas argues that Mizrahim never left. 
Another way that Israel attempted to make Arab Jews identify as 
Israeli was by discriminating against this group and by 
stereotyping their Arab identity.30 Much like colonization and 
imperialism around the world has shown, the colonizer will view 
themselves better than the colonized and differentiate the natives 
as inferior, some Ashkenazim viewed Mizrahim as inferior. This 
was natural for the historical period, since much of the world had 
and continues to have issues with racial stratification. The 
European Zionists referred to themselves as civilized and referred 
to the Levantine/Sephardic Jews, which are the Palestinian-Jews, 
as savages or primitive Jews because they have similarities with 
Arabs.31 The support for this assumption was that they smoked 
hookah in the cafés with Arabs and this was viewed as assimilation 
into Arab culture. This could stem from European countries 
viewing the Ottoman Empire as a non-industrialized society 
requiring the help of superior European education. With the 
influence of European sentiments, newly immigrated Ashkenazim 
political leaders felt the need to break away from the old ways of 
the Ottoman Empire and establish a state that would earn the 
respect of the rest of the world. Using discrimination to pressure 
Palestinian-Jews to assimilate presented a challenge for them 
because they had to sacrifice their culture to become part of the 
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majority that criticized their way of life. Relating to the 
nationalism established by the Ashkenazi political Zionist leaders 
of Israel was not only difficult for Palestinian-Jews, but also 
difficult for other non-Ashkenazim. The irony of the situation is 
that political Zionists of Europe were fleeing anti-Semitism 
because it caused them to feel so alienated that they had to move to 
a new place. In the process, they expelled the native people living 
there and subjected some of the people living within their 
boundaries to a similar form of racism and prejudice. By emulating 
countries that many of these Ashkenazim immigrated from, they 
also brought the prejudice of the cultures of other nations. The U.S. 
had civil rights problems that were calmed by the Civil Rights Act 
in 1964, but it can be argued that Jews immigrating from the U.S. 
to Israel would carry the prejudices of that nation. Prejudice 
against Mizrahim aimed to discourage them from procreating by 
making them a targeted stereotype in a dominantly Ashkenazim 
region. This type of prejudice paralleled the Ashkenazim anti-
Semitic experience in Europe. 
 There were not many social or economic differences 
between Jews and Muslims in Palestine before the establishment of 
Israel, but the elevated status of Ashkenazim created a problem for 
Palestinian-Jews because the peace that they shared with their 
Arab neighbors would become a principle of the past. The dialogue 
between Ashkenazim and Mizrahim were not friendly because 
Ashkenazim not only viewed Mizrahim as inferior, but they 
reminded them of Arabs. Often, some Ashkenazim, would not sit 
with Mizrahim in public places or invite them into their homes.32 
The experiences that Palestinian-Jews endured became worse as 
they found themselves in conflict with derogatory propaganda 
toward Arabs. According to the Israeli government, the 
establishment of Israel brought relief for the mistreated Mizrahim 
from the oppressive environment of the Arab world. However, the 
evidence suggests that the actions of the state of Israel destroyed 
the peace that Mizrahim had with their Arab multi-religious 
neighbors.  
 Since the Palestinian-Jews were considered inferior to the 
Ashkenazi, there was a system of racism against all non-
Ashkenazim, which included Palestinian-Jews and other minorities 
such as Ethiopian, Egyptian, and Persian Jews. Much like other 
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segregation movements, the segregation of Mizrahim and other 
non-Ashkenazim was often disregarded. The Israeli government 
put in place a housing authority that would help regulate where 
Jews lived as they came to live in Israel. This housing authority 
was also in charge of relocating citizens if there was a problem 
with their flats. Since Ashkenazi political Zionists regulated the 
government of Israel, they had the ability to offer better housing to 
other Ashkenazim and gave the poorer properties to Mizrahim and 
other minorities. This better housing also contributed to the 
incentives to gather Jews from the U.S. and parts of Europe. 
Mizrahim and other minorities received smaller housing than 
Ashkenazim. Sometimes, Mizrahim would only receive one or two 
bedrooms for families larger than four people. This was done to 
persuade them not to have more children, which was essentially a 
population control tactic.33 This type of housing project attempted 
to systematically diminish the Mizrahim population to achieve a 
dominant unified Israeli Ashkenazi population. A letter from a 
Mizrahi stated that his daughter was sickened with rheumatic fever 
and the doctor said that it was the overcrowding in their home that 
caused her sickness. When this man went to the housing authority 
to ask to be relocated, it was not granted; naturally, he wondered 
why their lives were not equal to those European immigrants 
coming into Israel.34 The Mizrahim were confused because they 
were not treated the same as Ashkenazim. The Declaration of 
Independence for the Establishment of Israel also stated that it 
would treat everyone fairly and protect the rights of all of its 
inhabitants despite religion, race, and gender, but housing authority 
policies aimed at the mistreatment of Mizrahim and non-Jewish 
Arabs was in violation of the declaration.  
This selective housing process shows that Israel did not 
honor the declaration of equity to all citizens. Since Mizrahim did 
not receive the same benefits as Ashkenazim and lived in the 
slums, their education suffered as a result. At almost every grade 
level, Ashkenazim densely populated schools in comparison to 
Mizrahim populations. Also, Ashkenazi wealth, status, and living 
arrangements created a better environment to stimulate learning.35 
Before the establishment of Israel, Palestinian-Jews often sent their 
kids to Islamic schools and Muslims would send their children to 
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Jewish schools. Thus, there were little cultural barriers in 
education. In the early decades of the establishment of Israel, these 
groups were pushed out in every socioeconomic sector. There were 
varieties of racially discriminatory practices used within Israeli 
society, and it was because of these discriminatory practices that 
Mizrahim and Palestinian-Jewry had difficulty forming a patriotic 
sense of nationalism toward Israel. Palestinian-Jews and other 
Mizrahim share the same struggles in Israel because they 
encounter a racial system that disenfranchises them and divides 
Israel.  
 Religiously there is a divide between Mizrahim, Orthodox 
Ashkenazim religious leaders, and some of the secular leaders of 
Israel. Jewish law defines descendants through the matriarchal 
line; this constantly calls the true identity of Mizrahi Jews into 
question.36 This Jewish law is called Halakhah, an old set of laws, 
often observed by Orthodox Jews. In Israel, the Orthodox Jews in 
charge of law are not the same Orthodox Jews found around the 
world, and they interpret the laws differently.37 This caused 
problems for those of Arab descent because the legitimacy of their 
“Jewishness” is called into question. Not being classified as Jewish 
within Israel would cause the Rabbi not to grant sacramental rights 
to these groups based on Halakhah, such as the ability to marry 
another Jew.38 Not only were Mizrahim disenfranchised politically, 
economically, and socially, but they were also disenfranchised 
within their religious community. As a result, these groups were 
treated much worse than they were treated in their own 
communities before the establishment of Israel.  
Although it was common for Palestinian-Jews and other 
Mizrahim to acknowledge and celebrate their Arab identity, some 
openly rejected their Arab identities to embrace the nationalism of 
Israel. A man named Sasson Somekh, a Jew from Baghdad, 
embraced his Israeli identity and he claimed that in Baghdad there 
was nothing to connect him to his Jewish culture, so it was a way 
for him to embrace his Jewish side.39 This is an intriguing personal 
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account because it shows a contrast to the Palestinian-Jewish 
experience. In Baghdad, it seems that he was a minority, but in 
Palestine, specifically Jerusalem, Jews were a majority and 
Hebrew was widely spoken. An interesting aspect of his narrative 
is that he explains that anyone can be successful in Israel, but 
foreign Jews have to abandon their dual identity for the sake of 
Israel. This is an example of the many different ways that Israel 
tries to influence minority residents to embrace Israeli unity in 
order to receive better treatment in Israel, but if one does not 
abandon their other cultural identity, then they may be 
disadvantaged in society. Although he does say he was treated 
better, he does not mention whether or not he was treated equal to 
Ashkenazi Jews.  
Another complication resulting from Israeli nationalism is 
that hyphenated identities are seldom accepted because they have 
and will always be seen as inferior outsiders in their own 
homeland. Being marginalized disenfranchised them from power 
in society and they would not make a significant change for 
themselves by having less power. Their disenfranchisement has led 
them to lose job opportunities, equal housing, education, religious 
freedom, and peaceful social coexistence. Even Palestinian-Jews 
could not clearly distinguish themselves as distinct from 
Ashkenazim because before they would just refer to themselves as 
Jews. Since political Zionists turned the identity of the Jew into a 
nationalistic term, as Arab nationalism was also competing in the 
region, this created an identity crisis among Palestinian-Jews and 
other Mizrahim because they have ties within both nationalities. 
The dual identity was problematic for Israeli society because the 
policies enacted by the government did not fully consider or 
understand the effect on Mizrahim. A lack of understanding of 
Mizrahim culture created internal strife among the different groups 
within the State in regards to reform, foreign policies, and 
domestic policies.  
 
 
Modern Palestinian-Jews and Mizrahim 
 
This problem continued into the late twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries with Mizrahim being treated like second-class citizens, 
although they themselves are Jewish. Since the establishment of 
the state of Israel, there have been multiple conflicts between 
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Arabs, and throughout these conflicts, the Palestinian-Jews along 
with other Mizrahim and even Muslims, became victims of 
scrutiny and were thought to be possible sympathizers to various 
intifadas. Although it seemed that non-Ashkenazim were the only 
groups in conflict with the majority, Orthodox Jews and other 
leftist Jews in Israel joined Mizrahim in protest against political 
Zionist policies.40 The early problems of Zionist Israel have forced 
some Palestinian-Jews and other Mizrahim in a position of 
rebellion because they have tolerated the disadvantages for too 
long. Within any country that acts to stratify ethnicity and race, 
there exists growing conflict and rebellion that later arises out of 
the lack of equality that is deserved. Israel’s Declaration of 
Independence argues that the state will protect the rights of all, yet 
in the short time after the establishment there was an immediate 
favoritism for Ashkenazi Jewry and the continued 
disenfranchisement of all Arab-Jews and Arab citizens. The 
housing departments’ favoritism of Ashkenazim continued until 
Arab-Jews stood up for their rights in the seventies. During the 
“Beit Yam 22” incident on April 19, 1973, Mizrahim residents of 
Hatikva, a slum quarter of Tel Aviv for Mizrahim, took over Beit 
Yam, a suburb of Tel Aviv reserved for Ashkenazi Jews, and 
refused to leave until the government agreed to relocate them to 
better living quarters.41 This event can be interpreted as a reaction 
to the long-term neglect that many of these people received from a 
nation that was considered to be their homeland.   
Within modern Palestine, many Arab-Palestinian Muslims 
also acknowledged the legitimacy of connection with the land that 
some Palestinian-Jews had. Hamas, in their 1988 covenant, argued 
for the expulsion of Zionists and the state of Israel. However, what 
is more significant about their charter is that they indirectly argue 
to keep those who had rights to the land before Zionism, including 
Palestinian-Jews, because the language is only directed at the 
Israeli government.42 Although Hamas is an organization that is 
not representative of all the inhabitants of Palestine, they 
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acknowledged that not all Jews are supporters of the political 
Zionist ideology, and some are entitled to the land they owned 
before the establishment of Israel. 
Israel has long exempted all Orthodox Jews and former 
Palestinian citizens from conscription. The Orthodox Jews were 
exempt because Israel wanted them to focus on the teaching of the 
Torah and other types of Jewish learning. For former Palestinian 
citizens, it was to ensure that loyalty was not challenged, so they 
kept them from serving as well. In 2014, Israel changed the legal 
status of those who can be conscripted to the military to include 
former Palestinian citizens and Orthodox Jews in Israel. This 
caused a massive protest that joined all the minority groups 
together in solidarity against the state. Although many Orthodox 
Jews may belong to the Ashkenazim ethnic group, they were 
willing to collaborate with Mizrahim for a common cause and to 
express frustrations with a policy. This has revealed a fractured 
state and suggests that the ideal of Pan-Judaism that Israel’s 
founders envisioned had not come to fruition because of the 
division between the diverse groups of people living in Israel.43 
Israel refused to acknowledge the needs of the minority citizens, 
which also caused a prolonging of the Arab-Israel conflict.  
Another component of Israeli nationalism was the state 
sponsored Holocaust remembrance and the attempt to incorporate 
it into the national history. This continued to cause conflicts for 
modern Mizrahim and Palestinian-Jews. One Mizrahim filmmaker 
did a movie based on children in the Holocaust, which boldly 
critiqued Ashkenazim and their use of the Holocaust as the 
defining historical act of anti-Semitism. Vicki Shiran the 
filmmaker argued that: 
 
The work on the Holocaust taught me many things 
about the Ashkenazim, including the great gnawing 
question: what happened to them, to what extent, 
what happened to that population, to that large, 
mighty, and wonderful entity called Judaism, the 
Ashkenazi Judaism that arrived when its immigrants 
arrived in the country. What happened? What 
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dreadful split tore us apart that they could do this to 
us too? How could European Jews who experienced 
the Holocaust put Mizrahi Jews through this 
racism?44 
 
Her claim is one that many Mizrahim might also contemplate 
because most are treated as second-class citizens and mistakenly 
classified as Palestinian Muslims, a threat to Israel, and as a result 
given less opportunity to succeed. The idea that Israel speaks for 
the Jewish community can be called into question based on some 
of the policies practiced against Mizrahim. The Ashkenazim, with 
the strongest voices in the government, perpetuated some of the 
racist practices learned in Europe towards Palestinian-Jewry and 
other Mizrahim through racial stratification.  
 There are many other issues plaguing the Israeli system of 
Pan-Judaism, and the lack of rights for Palestinian-Jews and 
Mizrahim communities is just one of the many issues that has 
prolonged the regional conflict. These favoritisms have fueled 
hostilities because the disadvantaged have been ignored. The 
Ashkenazim that govern Israel must understand that there are 
many people living within their society that share dual identities 
with other cultures, and refusing to recognize this has caused 





Palestinian-Jews have a dual-identity that has complicated the 
Arab-Israeli conflict. The identity of the Palestinian-Jew 
complicates the situation on both sides of the conflict because they 
belong to both sides, but they do not fully fit into the nationalistic 
ideals of either. At the root of this identity conflict is the idea that 
identity transcends what it means to be Palestinian or Israeli. For 
many Palestinian-Jews feel they belong to the land and argue that 
they are both Palestinian and Israeli and should not relinquish one 
identity for the sake of the other.45 The great push to gain more 
                                                 
44 Vicki Shiran, “Response,” Kolot Mizrahiyyim (ed. G. Abutbul, L. Greenburg, 
and P. Muzafi-Haller; Masada, 2005), 220-221, quoted in Yochai Oppenheimer, 
“The Holocaust: A Mizrahi Perspective,” 20.  
45 Suzanne Zima, “Israeli Arabs Want Equal Status Under the Law Put Into 





land through military force has been problematic for those who 
have a dual identity because it puts them in conflict with their 
identity or their nations politics. The peace that Palestinian-Jews 
felt before the establishment of the state of Israel is being 
challenged by policies that encouraged inequality and the labeled 
marginalization of neighbors they once called friends. The peace 
that once resided in the region can be achieved once again if the 
government can make a humane solution and recognize the 
backgrounds of the diverse community that it serves. When 
recently asked about a future peace agreement for Israel, former 
president Shimon Peres stated that “We will see terror, bloodshed, 
hatred, victims, everything. So the choice is having a solution 
which is humane, just, right, and that is a two-state solution. We 
shouldn’t run the lives of the Palestinians. And I think sooner than 
maybe most people think. If not, we will see the spread of 
terror.”46 The former president offers his opinion on the possibility 
of peace in the future and what is needed to achieve that peace.  
The misconceptions of the origins of this conflict have 
often been misunderstood because the political Zionists of 
Ashkenazi decent controlled a majority of government offices; 
they also controlled the representation of history and how the 
causes of the conflict were explained to the public. The hybrid 
identity of the Palestinian-Jew highlights one facet of the conflict 
that contributes to escalating conflicts within the borders of Israel, 
which contributes to the ongoing tensions. Many Arabs (Jew and 
non-Jew) believe that Israel can be a homeland for the Jews and a 
home for Arabs. Many Arabs are likely to have little difficulty with 
peaceful coexistence and inter-communal relationships with the 
immigrating Ashkenazi Jews.47 The Israeli government has 
experienced a byproduct of modernizing rapidly which caused 
inequalities. In order to achieve equity among citizens and peace 
with its neighbors the government must evolve its policies to meet 
the needs of all citizens. The multi-cultural community that resides 
in Israel would experience better intercultural relations if the 
government allowed minority groups more political power, 
economic mobility and equal social rights that are respected and 
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protected. The special case of Palestinian-Jews and Mizrahim has 
revealed a problem that is often overshadowed by the larger 
conflict. If they continue to be ignored, we can only expect to see 
more aggressive protests in Israel that will continue to fragment the 
state and prolong the Arab-Israeli conflict. For Palestinian Jews, 
the words of a villager captures the mixed sentiments behind the 
conflict perfectly: “We sang together and wept together. It was 
only after Zionism and Israel appeared on the scene that this 
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